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Filmmakers Journal

Welcome to the sixth 
issue of One+One 
Filmmakers Journal

“To put it in a nutshell: we have to be bold enough to have an idea. A great idea. We have 
to convince ourselves that there is nothing ridiculous or criminal about an idea”

Alain Badiou1

 “He is sentenced to six years for wanting to make a film. A film he hasn’t even made. Six 
years in prison on an idea for a film.”

Rafi Pitts, talking about Jafar Panahi2

Ideas are great and powerful things. A great idea can have far reaching effects. In 
December 2010, Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi was imprisoned for 6 years and banned 
from making films for the next twenty, simply for having an idea. Panihi certainly isn’t 
afraid to defend great ideas in the face of danger (a risk he took in his film The Circle 
which challenged Iran’s treatment of women). He stands as one of the great testaments 
for filmmakers who aspire to ideas. The charge of “assembly and colluding with the 
intention to commit crimes against the country’s national security and propaganda 
against the Islamic Republic” is clearly an attempt to suppress ideas and Panihi knows 
it. In his final statement before being sentenced he declared:

“You are putting on trial not just me, but Iranian social, humanist and artistic cinema – a 
cinema in which there is no absolutely good or absolutely evil person, a cinema that 
is not in the service of power or wealth, a cinema that does not condone or condemn 
anyone ... a cinema that is inspired by [addressing] social malaise and ultimately reaches 
out to humanity.”3

This issue is dedicated to all those who take up the eternal struggle for great ideas, 
those who risk death and imprisonment to use cinema for the service of justice and 
equality. This issue is dedicated to a cinema that serves neither wealth, nor power; but 
a cinema against social malaise, that reaches out to humanity. This issue is dedicated 
to the eternal revolution. 

To sign the petition against Jafar Panihi’s imprisonment please visit:
http://www.petitiononline.com/FJP2310/petition.html

Bradley Tuck

1 Alain Badiou, The Communist Hypothesis, Verso: London. p.66
2 —Rafi Pitts, Iranian filmmaker- from an open letter to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Quoted at http://cinefoundation.org/white-
meadows/ (sourced on 12/3/11 14:00)
3 Quoted in Hamid Dabashi, ‘Jafar Panahi’s reward for bringing cinematic glory to Iran? Jail’ The Guardian, Friday 24 De-
cember 2010 (see http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/dec/24/jafar-panahi-film-iran-prison-banned)
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vided you know how to do it well, it can be 
spiffing good fun-diddily-fun fun!

It would be wrong, however, to as-
sume that all Disney films have a single 
message: they don’t! If Snow White and 
Mary Poppins seem to promote finding 
pleasure in work, The Sorcerer’s Appren-
tice in Fantasia (1940) and The Sword in 
the Stone (1963) are exceptions to this 
rule. In The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, Micky 
Mouse attempts to seize the production 
process itself, transforming his miserable 
alienating servitude into a magical en-
chanting spectacle, but he fails and must 
face the wrath of the sorcerer when he 
returns. Maybe Micky had failed to learn 
the transformative power of the whistle; 
instead he had attempted to harness the 
power of magic (as if it were technology) 
in order to overcome work itself1. In a par-

allel vain, yet contrary conclusion, Merlin 
in The Sword in the Stone uses magic to 
overcome work. When Walt is expected 
to wash huge amount of dishes, Merlin 
sets his magic to work and the plates 
leap into the air. “But I am supposed to 
do it…” exclaims Walt. “No one will know 
the difference son, who cares as long as 
the work gets done” says Merlin paving 
the way for work free ethics of beatnik 
bears (The Jungle Book, 1967) and care-
free cats (The Aristocats, 1970). Work 
is not so much transformed into play, 
but eliminated altogether. If there is not 
necessarily one clear message that runs 
throughout these films, there is however 
a theme: the relationship between work 
and play. It is with this revelation that we 
should pay a visit to number 17, Cherry 
Tree Lane…

Hike! Ugh! Hike! Ugh! Hike! Ugh! Hike!
When other folks have gone to bed
We slave until we’re almost dead
We’re happy-hearted roustabouts

The Roustabout Song in Dumbo

Just whistle while you work
Whistle While you Work in Snow White

We dig dig dig dig dig dig dig in a mine 
the whole day through

To dig dig dig dig dig dig dig is what 
we like to do

Heigh Ho in Snow White

In every job that must be done
There is an element of fun
You find the fun and snap!

The job’s a game
A Spoonful of Sugar in Mary Poppins

Now, as the ladder of life ‘as been strung
You might think a sweep’s on the bot-

tommost rung 
Though I spends me time in the ashes 

and smoke 
In this ‘ole wide world there’s no ‘appier 

bloke

Chim chiminey
Chim chiminey

Chim chim cher-ee!
A sweep is as lucky

As lucky can be
Chim chim cher-ee! in Mary Poppins

In Disney’s anti-Nazi propaganda cartoon, 
Der Fuehrer’s Face (1943), Donald Duck 
wakes up in Nazi Germany where he is 
forced to continually salute the fuehrer, 
even while he works 48 hours a day on an 
assembly line. There is no let up for poor 
Donald, work dominates and alienates 
him. Overworked Donald is driven crazy; 
his world becomes a surreal cacophony 
of Nazi iconography. Donald wakes up 
to discover that he is in America; he runs 
over and embraces the miniature statue 
of liberty on his windowsill. Nazi Germany 
pushes the protestant work ethic to its ex-
treme. There is no room to whistle while 
you work here; work is nothing but a tiring, 
alienating experience. The lines “Arbeit 
macht frei” or “work will set you free” is 
entirely perverse in Nazi Germany. What-
ever truth resides in the formula, the Nazi 
reality is quite the contrary. 

How about over the other side of the 
Atlantic? What sort of alternative would 
Donald face under the dominance of his 
rich Uncle Scrooge? Throughout the early 
Disney films the theme of work is continu-
ally addressed. Disney films constantly ex-
plore the possibility of transforming work 
into play. Work must be transformed, as if 
by magic, into a game. Pleasure in work 
can be found in a host of Disney charac-
ters (as exemplified in the quotes above). 
Here, work is largely a positive thing; pro-

Just a Spoonful of Sugar… 
Dialectics of Work and Play in Walt Disney’s 
Mary Poppins
Bradley Tuck

Still from Mary Poppins
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Mary Poppins 
(or How to Tidy the Nursery)
Mary Poppins, practically perfect in eve-
ryway, descends from the heavens to 
preach the message of work as play. She 
becomes a nanny for the Banks family 
and is introduced to Jane and Michael 
Banks (the children). She sets to work get-
ting the children to tidy the nursery. This 
is not a mere task, but a lesson. Here, 
Mary Poppins teaches the child how to 
transform work into a game. It is a strik-
ingly different work ethic to the stern for-
malities of their prudent father. For Mary 
Poppins “a spoonful of sugar helps the 
medicine go down.” One should learn to 
enjoy work, to transform it into fun via the 
power of imagination. Of course, it is hard 
here not to think of Lars Von Trier’s Dancer 
in the Dark in which Selma, a Czech im-
migrant in America, is rapidly going blind 
and working as many hours a day as she 
can to pay for an operation for her son as 
the blindness is hereditary and he is likely 

Tension and Unrest in
the Banks Household. 
It is 1910 and a storm is brewing in the 
home of Mr. and Mrs. Banks. Tension and 
unrest is bubbling away under the surface 
of the Banks family, although they are far 
too uptight to notice it. For this bourgeois 
family is run in accordance with the prin-
ciples of “Tradition, discipline and rule”, 
they have no time to show how they really 
feel. At least that is how Mr. Banks would 
like it. Mr. Banks, a banker by trade, be-
lieves in banking so much that he wishes 
to run his home in the exact same way 
(with precision, consistency and as lit-
tle emotion as possible.) Mrs. Banks is 
a defender of woman’s rights and has a 
somewhat more relaxed attitude. Yet in 
both characters there is a kind of bour-
geois solipsism, or in Mary Poppins’ 
words, an inability to “see past the end 
of their nose.” George Banks is the prime 
example of this; his consciousness is con-
ditioned almost completely by the ideol-
ogy of banking and he appears unable to 
comprehend any perspective outside his 
own. His family is therefore treated in a 
formal and emotionless manner. When the 
admiral comments on the weather saying, 
“Bit chancy, I’d say. The wind’s coming up 
and the glass is falling.” Banks simply re-
plies “Good, good, good”. Banks only has 
ears for banking and is unable to register 
any threat of impending crises outside of 
finance. His consciousness is merely di-
rected to the forward march of capital. 
Slavoj Žižek seems to encapsulate this 
capitalist consciousness.

“All one has to do here is to compare 
the reaction to the financial meltdown of 
September 2008 with the Copenhagen 
conference of 2009: save the planet from 
global warming (alternatively: save the 

AIDS patients, save those dying for lack 
of funds for expensive treatments and op-
erations, save the starving children, and 
so on) –all this can wait a little bit, but the 
call “Save the banks!” is an unconditional 
imperative which demands and receives 
immediate action.”2

In Mr. Banks’ outlook, everything else 
can wait (even, maybe, if the threat is the 
entire destruction of life on earth); all that 
matters is the practical, level-headedness 
of capital! 

Mrs. Banks, however, fairs only a lit-
tle better. A defender of women’s rights 
she may be, but her feminism is also 
shortsighted. Keeping ‘The cause’ out 
of the sight of Mr. Banks (knowing how 
much it infuriates him) she relies upon 
female nannies and servants to look 
after the children. She is so dedicated 
to the cause that she is unable to per-
ceive her own complicity in the subju-
gation of the women who work for her, 
not to mention the children who invari-
ably go unnoticed by both parents. The 
limitation to their approach is reflected 
in their criteria for nannies. After the 
most recent nanny has lost the children 
and quit, Mrs. Banks says to Mr. Banks 
“I’m sorry, dear, but when I chose Ka-
tie Nanna I thought she would be firm 
with the children. She looked so solemn 
and cross.” George banks replies “Wini-
fred, never confuse efficiency with a liver 
complaint” What both parents seem to 
have failed to notice is that rather than it 
being the case that the nannies have not 
been strict enough, instead they have 
been too strict, never really getting the 
children on their side or thinking on the 
children’s level. What is needed it a kind, 
tolerant, nanny with a cheery disposi-
tion. Enter Mary Poppins.3

to suffer the same fate. Yet the factory work 
itself is incredibly alienating and in order to 
get through, she makes a Disneyan move; 
she imagines she is in a musical. Here the 
work ethic of Mary Poppins is put into prac-
tice: Don’t just accept the drudgery of your 
working condition, instead turn it into a 
game! Thus the clatter, crash and clack of 
heavy machinery become the soundtrack 
for a work-time fantasy. 

A Trip to the Bank
In Balzac, an artist tries to marry into a 
bourgeois family; he carelessly remarks 
that money is there to be spent—since 
it is round, it must roll. The father of the 
family, reacting with the deepest mis-
trust, replies: ‘If it is round for prodigals, 
it is flat for economical people who pile it 
up.’ The opposite approaches of the bo-
hemian and the rentier (by the end of the 
tale they have comfortably fused) con-
verge in images of the concrete pleas-
ures of money. Both are thinking of the 

Still from Mary Poppins
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ways in which hands unconsciously en-
circle coins, a physical sensation. One 
man high-spiritedly lets them roll loose, 
the other deliberately stacks them on top 

of each other, with greedy precision. The 
spendthrift and the miser both feel the 
coins between their fingers.

Joachim Kalka - Money as we Knew It?4

The children are not the only people that 
Mary Poppins wants to educate. Mary 
Poppins manipulates Mr. Banks into tak-
ing the children to the bank. He, believing 
it to be his own idea, declares it to be a 
“capital idea, a perfect medicine for all this 
slipshod, sugary female thinking they get 
around here all day long.” The children, 
excited that their father is going to show 
them attention, do not interpret the trip in 
quite the same way as him. For them it is 
an opportunity to see the city and all the 
sights. The city bifurcates: for the Banker, 
the city is the site of business and com-
merce, for the children the city is a space 
for “seeing sights”, for seeing things with 
no obvious practical purpose that excite 
and enthrall them; sites of aesthetic curi-
osities and fun. Throughout the film these 
two perspectives are forced into dialectal 
conflict. Mary Poppins, no doubt, fuels 
this conflict when she points out to the 
children one of Mr. Bank’s many blinds-
pots: the little old bird woman selling bags 
of crumbs to feed the birds. To their fa-
ther, the miser, this is a waist of money, 
and simply passes him by. Their father 

has no time for charity and abhors the 
waste of money, thus the old lady selling 
her wares means nothing to him. For the 
children, she becomes the focal point: the 

very centre of the city. For the 
father the bank is the centre 
of the city, for the children it 
is the little old bird lady. This 
doubling of the city draws 
their coins in different direc-
tions. For the father, money 
is for investing and therefore 

money should be deposited in the bank, 
whilst for the children it is the capacity to 
buy a particular pleasurable experience: 
‘feeding the birds’. When Michael asks to 
use this tuppence to feed the birds, his fa-
ther replies “Michael, I will not permit you 
to throw your money away. When we get 
to the bank I will show you what can be 
done with your tuppence and I think you’ll 
find it extremely interesting.” On arrival at 
the bank a further doubling of perspec-
tives takes place. Mr. Banks introduces 
his children to the chairman of the bank, 
the elder Mr. Dawes as “a giant in the 
world of finance”. Michael is puzzled by 
the father’s description and asks himself 
aloud “A giant?” The father perceiving the 
world in terms of capital and status sees 
in the elder Mr. Dawes a giant. Michael, 
by contrast, does not perceive this class 
differentiation, he sees only a hunched 
wizened old man. If for the father sees the 
banker dressed up in all his class para-
phernalia, Michael sees that the emperor 
is naked; he is simply a human being like 
you and I. In this sense, Michael is unable 
to perceive the unconditional imperative 
that motivates his father: capital. Rather 
Michael is driven by a childlike commu-
nism where all social customs and hierar-
chies are reduced to equivalence. These 
two perspectives come to a head, the 

children are not persuaded by the oppor-
tunities of investment and want to feed the 
birds; the bankers want to invest. Here the 
fathers’ solipsistic consciousness is put to 
the test. Being unable to see beyond the 
end of his nose he cannot empathise with 
his own children and has no way of reas-
suring and communicating with them. As 
a consequence, this split of perspective 
turns into a conflict. A scuffle breaks out 
which frightens the customers into with-
drawing all their savings from the bank. A 
run on the bank ensues. A mere father-son 
conflict over a tuppense turns into a cri-
sis of capitalism itself. Mr. Banks, unable 
to manage his own domestic conflicts, 
manages to muddle his home life with his 
work and in the process loses his own 
children, who, frightened and confused, 
run out of the bank. His whole frame of 
reference is capital and economic calcu-
lability and thus he is unable to perceive 
the very needs of his own children. Things 
go full circle and now the father is placed 
in the same place as the nannies he ear-
lier scorned. Meanwhile the children are 
thrust into the dark underside of London’s 
financial capitalism: the slums. Here the 
reality that remains hidden in the two per-
spectives of London (the sight seer and 
the miser) is revealed: the brutal, miser-
able life of the excluded. 

The Lucky Chimney Sweep
The children are lost in London and with 
this disorientation, the secure idyllic magi-
cal London disappears and, maybe for 
the first time in the film, there is a genu-
ine sense of danger. From a dog’s bark to 
an old lady who appears ready to sell the 
children into slavery, the film takes an un-
settling turn. We are faced with a London 
without the security of money or the safe 
distance of the sightseer. However, this is 

a Walt Disney picture and brutal confron-
tations with reality are not their inclina-
tion. We do not remain in this brutal reality 
for long. It is as if an alternative vision of 
poverty is needed, one which is less dark 
and haunting. The figure of Burt, the chim-
ney sweep, easily fits the bill; he is more 
a middle class fantasy of what the work-
ing classes are like than a real pauper. 
Burt appears offering a safety net, which 
momentarily disappeared. In this pinnacle 
scene Bert makes a speech that reveals 
the film’s overall work ethic.

“You know, begging your pardon, but 
the one my heart goes out to is your father. 
There he is in that cold, heartless bank day 
after day, hemmed in by mounds of cold, 
heartless money. I don’t like to see any liv-
ing thing caged up. […] They make cages 
in all sizes and shapes, you know. Bank-
shaped some of ‘em, carpets and all.”

It is not the Chimney sweeps and the 
poor that are the real exploited, but the 
bankers and wealthy, those weighed 
down by money. The chimney sweeps, 
free from the chains of money, can leap 
across the skyline singing and dancing: 
they are the truly liberated! They know that 
just a spoonful of sugar makes the medi-
cine go down and they can do the most 

“ Michael is driven by a childlike 
communism where all social cus-
toms and hierarchies are reduced to 
equivalence ”

Still from Mary Poppins
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horrible jobs, because they know that just 
a little song will help turn the job into a 
game. Thus, in the world of Mary Pop-
pins the worker and the poor are the truly 
liberated. In contrast the banker doesn’t 
have such privilege and is weighed down 
by money and respectability. In light of 
this it is worth bearing in mind Theodor 
Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s account 
of Odysseus’ encounter with the Sirens 
in Homer’s Odyssey. When sailing home, 
Odysseus must pass the Sirens whose 
lure “remains overpowering. No one who 
hears their song can escape.”

“[Odysseus] knows only two possibili-
ties of escape. One he prescribes to his 
comrade when faced with the beautiful 
He plugs their ears with wax and orders 
them to row with all their might. Anyone 
who wishes to survive must not listen to 
the temptation of the irrecoverable, and 
is unable to listen only if he is unable to 
hear. Society has always made sure that 
this was the case. Workers must look 
ahead with alert concentration and ignore 

anything which lies to one side. The urge 
toward distraction must be grimly subli-
mated in redoubled exertions. Thus the 
workers are made practical. The other 
possibility Odysseus chooses for himself, 
the landowner, who has others to work for 
him. He listens, but does so while bound 
helplessly to the mast, and the stronger 
the allurement grows the more tightly he 
has himself bound, just as later the bour-
geois denied themselves happiness the 
closer it drew to them with the increase 
in their own power. What he hears has no 
consequences for him; he can signal to his 
men to untie him only by movements of his 
head, but it is too late. His comrades, who 
themselves cannot hear, know only of the 
danger of the song, not of its beauty, and 
leave him tied to the mast to save both him 
and themselves. They reproduce the life of 
the oppressor as a part of their own, while 
he cannot step outside his social role. The 
bonds by which he has irrevocably fet-
tered himself to praxis at the same time 
keep the Sirens at a distance from praxis: 

their lure is neutralised as a mere object 
of contemplation, as art. The fettered man 
listens to a concert, as immobilized as au-
diences later, and his enthusiastic call for 
liberation goes unheard as applause.”5

In the above account, the worker and 
the bourgeois are both trapped. The bour-
geois are consigned to their social role, 
they have become masters of their own 
bondage, which only the worker could 
liberate them from. Yet the worker is op-
pressed and unable to perceive the beauty 
that lies beyond their situation, they must 
simply keep their heads looking forward 
and row. However in the Poppinsian uni-
verse we are only given half of this equa-
tion. The bourgeois are bound by their so-
cial roles and they must deny themselves 
happiness, yet the worker does not have 
his ears plugged at all. Quite the con-
trary, the chimney sweeps are the liber-
ated; they have the music already playing 
in their ears. In the Poppinsian universe 
utopia has come early, the workers do 
not need liberating from capitalism and 
as such no actual social reform is need-
ed. However horrible the conditions of a 
chimney sweep’s life is, the “sweep is as 
lucky as lucky can be.” 

Bankers who Fly Kites
In Mary Poppins the truly “oppressed” is 
the capitalist and the middle class fam-
ily. They are the ones who have to learn 
to lighten up, have fun and go fly a kite. 
Thus Mary Poppins does change the social 
condition of work and co-ordinates of the 
bourgeois family, but in a way that leaves 
the lives of the workers the same. Work is 
supplemented with leisure (flying a kite); 
parents come to understand the needs of 
children and everyone comes to under-
stand the need for a bit of fun. Even the 
banker comes to understand the Poppin-

sian alchemy (the transformation of the job 
into a game). Mr. Banks’ new found sense 
of humour not only earns him his job back, 
but a promotion. The age of remorse is 
over and the capitalists learn their lesson. 
What lesson have they learnt? Instead of 
learning the problems of ‘the speculation 
of hedge funds, derivative markets and an 
economic system based on consumption 
and debt”6, they learnt to have a bit of hu-
mour. Capitalism is not overthrown, a run 
on the bank cannot stop the forward march 
of capital; instead it acquires a human face. 
The turn to the tolerant fun-loving family is 
accompanied by a return to the market and 
anti-authoritarian fun becomes the order of 
the day. Here we see a perfect example 
of Žižek’s account of postmodern toler-
ance. He contrasts two fathers, the first the 
“good old fashioned totalitarian father”, the 
second the “tolerant postmodern father”. It 
is Sunday afternoon and you have to visit 
your grandmother, Žižek points out that the 
“good old fashioned totalitarian father will 
tell you “listen I don’t care how you feel you 
have to go to your grandmother and be-
have appropriately.”” Here the child is able 
to kick and scream and resistance remains 
possible. However, the “so-called tolerant 
postmodern father” uses a different tactic. 

What he will tell you is the following - 
“You know how much your grandmother 
loves you. But nonetheless you should only 
visit her if you really want to.”  Now every 
child who is not an idiot, and they are not 
idiots, knows that this apparent free choice 
secretly contains a much stronger order, 
not only do you have to visit your grand-
mother, but you have to like it. That is one 
example of how tolerance, choice and so 
on can conceal a much stronger order.” 7

Not only does the fate of the workers 
not improve, but it is also dressed up in 
garb that quells any resistance and strug-

Still from Mary Poppins
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gle. Mr. Banks becomes the happy-heart-
ed banker issuing fines and re-mortgaging 
houses, just as David Cameron becomes 
the new Tory implementing drastic welfare 
cuts and austerity with the language of 
participation, democracy and the big so-
ciety. Justice and equality are abandoned 
in the name of freedom, fun and partici-
pation. Throughout Europe, the failure to 
challenge capital has required placing the 
burden on the workers (and the public 
generally). The irresponsibility and greed 
of the banker and the structural problems 
of capitalism are increasingly re-interpret-
ed as “too much public spending”, thus 
acquitting the banker and placing blame 
and burden on the people. As a result, the 
public, not the banks and the commerce, 
are being made to shoulder the costs. 
Rather than seeking alternative solutions, 
our one-dimensional discourse does noth-
ing to challenge the hermeneutic of neo-
liberalism, which serves only one interest: 
capital. Yet such measures are unpopular 
and must therefore dress themselves in 
rhetorical niceties. From the workplace 
to parliament, misery and toil appears as 
play, participation and choice. 

The strange irony may be that the more 
that play is introduced into work the more 
the worker becomes trapped under work’s 
spell. As Sven Lütticken notes, “Play de-
mands active involvement, not passive 
submission”8. Those elements appear-
ing to offer more participation and more 
playtime at work, may in fact disguise its 
opposite: the transformation of the worker 
into an all-singing, all-dancing chimney 
sweep. The more we are given the illu-
sion of our own choice, the less we feel 
that we can complain and in turn the 
more we become compliant in the system 
that enslaves us. Because “emphasis on 
creativity and playfulness is perfect for le-

gitimising ever-increasing in-equality in a 
stationary or shrinking economy”9 the idea 
of work as play increasingly becomes its 
opposite and a genuine liberation within 
work remains unachieved. 

What differentiates the overworked 
Donald Duck in Der Fuehrer’s Face and 
the Chimney sweeps in Mary Poppins is 
that the Chimney sweeps have learnt to 
accept their servitude. Mary Poppins con-
ducts the perverse chimera of treating 
the workers as free when they obviously 
aren’t. True freedom cannot be found by 
simply whistling while you work. In this 
respect the happy hearted roustabouts in 
Dumbo who “slave until they are almost 
dead” are the possible flip side to the 
chimney sweeps who step in time. Work 
itself remains a tortuous grind, but must 
be layered with a sweet sugary coating, 
something to keep the workers happy and 
distracted as their conditions worsen.

Mary Poppins II: 
The Chimney Sweeps’ Revolution
Disney often has a tendency to give unsat-
isfactory endings. Cinderella must escape 
servitude by marrying into wealth; Dumbo 
must escape discrimination by becom-
ing a star. Society itself never changes; 
some people just get lucky. Mary Pop-
pins is no exception. Yet it is hard not 
to notice the lost potential in Mary Pop-
pins. Not only is there a substantial cri-
tique of bourgeois society, but also the 
energy of the chimney sweeps seems to 
present us with a misplaced revolution-
ary fire; this energy builds throughout the 
chimney sweep section of the film and, in 
the process, distinctions and hierarchies 
erode. After leaping across the rooftops, 
the chimney sweeps descend down into 
the Banks’ household still leaping and 
dancing. In moving from their assigned 

zone on the chimney tops to the family 
house the chimney sweeps transgress a 
boundary that keeps the workers at a 
‘safe distance’ from the bourgeois pri-
vate sphere. Yet the workers appear not 
to acknowledge this boundary and leap 
and dance all around the floor. Just as 
Michael is unable to comprehend how a 
wizened old man could be a giant, so too, 
do the chimney sweeps seem unable to 
comprehend the public/private distinction 
that keeps them at a safe distance. In the 
process further social categories disinte-
grate. First the maid is incorporated into 
the jig. Her first reaction is shock, “Ow!” 
she exclaims, but the “Ow!” is simply in-
corporated into the song, as the chimney 
sweeps sing “Ow, step in time”. She is in-
corporated into the dance and soon her 
cries of “Ow!” transform into some form 
of enjoyment. Nor does Mrs. Banks’ re-
turn put a stop to this transgression; she 
too is quickly incorporated into the dance 
when the chimney sweeps call “Votes for 
women, step in time.” Her first reaction is 

“Oh, no, really, not at the moment.” but 
this soon transforms into a determined 
passionate call, “Votes for women!”, and 
she joins the chimney sweep’s dance.  It 
is as if the chimney sweeps dance is a 
revolutionary fever, which rips through the 
house acquiring momentum and broaden-
ing its base as it goes. Here a more radi-
cal conception of work becomes possible. 
Instead of seeing the Chimney sweeps as 
glorifying work as it exists, we could imag-
ine this revolutionary fever fueling a kind 
of work that would overcome the condi-
tions of work as they exist: the work of the 
revolutionary. If the work/play dichotomy 
is to be truly overcome it will require more 
than learning how to whistle. For Adorno, 
the positive side of work “lies in the tel-
eology that work potentially makes work 
superfluous”. In the same document 
Horkheimer adds “A shaft of light from the 
telos falls onto labour. Basically, people 
are too short-sighted. They misinterpret 
the light that falls on labour from ultimate 
goals. Instead, they take labour qua la-

Still from Mary Poppins
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In the Reagan era play, Other People’s 
Money by Jerry Sterner, a soulless bank-
er destroys the livelihoods of thousands 
of men by buying up an ageing wire and 
cable manufacturing company on Long 
Island.  Where the struggling, but deter-
mined company founder and owner sees 
history, tradition, family and livelihoods, 
the banker sees dollar bills.  It is a timely 
(late 1980’s) warning about the social con-
sequences of heartless capitalism.  Or 
more to the point, the inhuman cost of the 
immoral monetary system.  The banker, 
Lawrence “Larry the Liquidator” Garfield, 
even proudly states as much – claiming 

that he loves money, partly due to the fact 
that it doesn’t care what you do.  Capital-
ism is a game, and if a few thousand peo-
ple have to lose, then so be it. In a last 
ditch effort to save his own skin, the per-
iled company’s manager goes behind the 
back of the company owner and tries to 
do a deal with Larry that would help him 
win the support of the shareholders and 
in return, secure himself a nice lump sum 
when the company collapses and he ul-
timately loses his job.   He tells the audi-
ence guiltily, “everybody has to look after 
themselves”.  Larry has no such guilt, he is 
a true Marxian style commodity fetishist.  

Another (Communist) 
Planet 
Zeitgeist and the Venus Project
James Marcus Tucker

bour as the telos and hence see their per-
sonal work success as that purpose. […] 
A shaft of light from the telos falls on the 
means to achieve it. It is just as if instead 
of worshipping their lover they worship the 
house in which she dwells. […] The shaft 
of light must be reflected back by an act 
of resistance.”10 Work contains the means 
for overcoming of work and the path to 
human flourishing; this is the genuine pur-
pose of work. But work is fetishised and 
drained of its true meaning. To combat 
this, the telos must be reflected back, not 
by supplementing work with play but via 
resistance and struggle for work as a drive 
towards a genuine purpose.

What if this was the missed possibility of 
Mary Poppins? It is in this respect that we 
should imagine an alternative Mary Pop-
pins, a sequal maybe, where Mary Poppins 
is blown into the future, returning to em-
power the chimney sweeps, who, clasping 
their little red (Mary Poppins) books, join 
her in the social struggle and a long march 
to liberation, thus setting into motion a 
genuine synthesis of work and play. 

1 In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engles makes a remark 
that hints at an alternative reading of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. 
“Modern bourgeois society,” they write “with its relations of pro-
duction, of exchange and of property, a society that has conjured 
up such gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like 
the sorcerer who is no longer able to control the powers of the 
nether world whom he has called up by his spells.” In light of 
this we may propose an alternative reading of the scene. The 
sorcerer, his apprentice and the brooms can be read as referring 
to three separate sections of society: the feudal landowner, the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie seek to liberate 
themselves from the feudal system and conjure up the magical 
spell which is modern industrial capitalism. The bourgeoisie are 
liberated from the daily grind by the proletariat, who work to 
ensure the bourgeoisie’s freedom. Yet in conjuring up modern 
industrial capitalism, they lose control of capital itself, a process 
of valorisation and devalorisation takes hold and capital takes on 
a character of its own. The bourgeoisie become unable to take 
control of the world they brought into being. In this situation the 
industrial worker that the bourgeoisie brought about, becomes a 
revolutionary worker and rises up against them.

2 Slovoj Žižek, Living in the End Times. Verso: London. p. 334

3 It should be noted that Mary Poppins is a rather different 
Nanny in the P.L. Travers books. Rather than having a cheery 
disposition, Mary Poppins is generally stern; always cross, as 
well as being vain and easily offended. These character traits 
almost seem to disappear in the film. Whilst the book tends to 
be a collection of separate short adventures, Disney attempted 
to weave them into a unifying story. It is here that the ‘work as 
play’ theme comes to prominence. The trip to the bank and 
Mrs. Banks’ joining the suffragettes are also invention of the 
film. Overall the film tended to politicize aspects of the book, 
not the other way around.

4 Joachim Kalka, Money as we Knew It? New Left Review 2/60. 
November-December 2009. p. 65

5 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of 
Enlightenment. (See http://www.sup.org/html/book_pag-
es/0804736324/Chapter%201.pdf, sourced on January 2011)

6 Costas Douzinas and Slavoj Žižek ‘Introduction: The Idea of 
communism’ in Douzinas and Žižek ed. The Idea of Commu-
nism, Verso: London. p.vii

7 See the Astra Taylor film, Zizek! ICA Films. 26:52

8 Sven Lütticken, Playtimes, New Left Review, 2/66. Novem-
ber-December 2010. p.136

9 Sven Lütticken, Playtimes, New Left Review, 2/66. Novem-
ber-December 2010. p.138

10 — Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer -Towards a New 
Manifesto? New Left Review. 2/65. Sept/Oct 2010. p.35

Zeitgeist: Moving Forward Poster
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His mantra is “Make as much as you can. 
For as long as you can. Whoever has the 
most when he dies, WINS.” The big lesson 
however is that whilst Larry the Liquida-
tor’s actions are morally dubious at best, it 
doesn’t mean of course, that he is acting 
illegally.  Larry is acting within the system 
- albeit pushing it to its logical conclusion: 
human suffering. 

It is easy to view Larry as a two-dimen-
sional “bad guy” – a kind of pantomime vil-
lain.  He is certainly portrayed as such.  Yet, 
when we look to our recent financial crisis, 
and the current unpopularity of bankers 
on Wall Street and in the City, we can see 
that for many, such pantomime villains re-
ally do exist.  It is easy to cry “wankers” at 
the men in suits, shuffling numbers around, 
producing nothing whilst making money off 
of money.  It makes us feel better.  They 
are, in Slavoj Žižek’s term, a “toxic subject” 
to be scapegoated for society’s ills – you 
know, like immigrants, teenage mothers or 
anyone else the Daily Mail wishes to hate 
that particular day.  But then, we must rec-
ognise, as we do with Larry the Liquida-
tor that the bankers were simply working 
within a system and taking it to its logical 
conclusion.  When money no longer rep-
resents true value and is no longer linked 
to resources, it can be made out of thin air 
and huge profits can be made from noth-
ing.  To keep the system safe, “state so-
cialism-in-reverse” is administered in the 
form of a bail-out when the over inflated 
bubble bursts; a safety-net that the poor-
est in society could only dream about and 
the system creaks along, altered, bruised, 
but ultimately unchanged.

Beyond the paradigm?
Between 2007 and 2011, a series of films 
emerged on the internet which sought 
to envision a world that existed beyond 

the economic and social reality we find 
ourselves in.  The documentary films, 
each produced by Peter Joseph, Zeit-
geist (2007), Zeitgeist: Addendum (2008) 
and Zeitgeist: Moving Forward (2011) 
have spawned an internet based “activist 
movement” known as the Zeitgeist Move-
ment and become internet phenomenons.  
The first film in particular for its controver-
sial and much criticised (and debunked by 
counter arguments on YouTube videos) 
views on the historical validity of Christi-
anity, its claim (made by many others also) 
that 9/11 was perpetrated not by radical 
Islamists, but by the US government, and 
it’s argument that the monetary system 
(particularly as seen in the US and it’s 
Federal Reserve) was a fraudulent sys-
tem designed, like religion, to keep people 
separate, afraid and slavish.  The sequels 
continue its investigation into the broken-
ness of the monetary system and offer 
a vision of an alternative system it calls 
a “resource based economy” focussed 
upon sustainability (something unimagi-
nable in a profit driven, necessarily waste 
producing economy).  The films draw on 
an American based organisation known 
as the Venus Project for its ideas of an al-
ternative society.  The Venus Project can 
best be described by quoting its Wikipe-
dia page: 

According to (Futurist Jacque Fresco), 
poverty, crime, corruption and war are the 
result of scarcity created by the present 
world’s profit-based economic system. He 
theorizes that the profit motive also stifles 
the progress of socially beneficial technol-
ogy. Fresco claims that the progression of 
technology, if it were carried on independ-
ently of its profitability, would make more 
resources available to more people by 
producing an abundance of products and 
materials. This new-found abundance of 

resources would, according to Fresco, re-
duce the human tendency toward individu-
alism, corruption, and greed, and instead 
rely on people helping each other.1

Zeitgeist: Moving Forward was re-
leased in January this year on DVD, in 
selected theatres and on the internet for 
free streaming and it is this film I wish to 
focus upon primarily in this essay.  But it 
is important to at least consider the first 
film Zeitgeist in more detail because it is 
with this film that the movement became 
widespread and caught the attention of 
the world at large.  It is perhaps a shame 
that Peter Joseph decided to create his 
first documentary in such an expository, 
propagandistic and agitprop manner.  
For the movement’s ultimate aim – that 
of persuading the world to rid itself of 
its unsustainable, unfair and poverty in-
ducing system, is at risk of being forever 
tarnished by the first film’s questionable 
standards and practices of production.  
The film makes absolutely no recourse 
to even-handedness in its attack on the 
validity of Jesus’ existence.  Instead 

of crafting an argument from scholarly 
sources or expert interviews, we hear 
Peter Joseph’s voice-over set to cartoon 
imagery illustrating the point he makes.  
The dots it tries to join are often strained 
in the extreme – for example, in trying 
to persuade us that the ancient worship 
of the Sun morphed itself into the wor-
ship of Jesus the “Son of God”, it tries to 
draw a homophonic link between “Son” 
and “Sun”. Yet this fails to take into ac-
count that this link could not be drawn 

in the original language of the Greeks 
or Hebrews.  The very real questions 
which can, and should be raised about 
the validity to Biblical “truth” are washed 
away in sensational  and easily attested 
claims, swift editing, pacey music and 
flashing graphics.  As much as one may 
wish to agree with Peter Joseph, and 
find the film’s desire to make the viewer 
question assumed truths worthy of ap-
plause, it is impossible not to regret his 
methods and questionable source mate-
rial.  The claims it makes about 9/11 – 
primarily that international bankers were 
behind the terrorist attacks in New York 
to create fear and a social climate ame-
nable to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
are nothing new - the internet documen-
tary film Loose Change and its reedits/
sequels have made the same (watered 
down with each edit) claims since 2005.  
Again, the very real problems, myster-
ies and political scandals surrounding 
the events that day and in the following 
“War on Terror” years are ignored for 
sensational fear mongering about the 

hidden illuminate supposedly 
hell-bent on creating a one-
world government.  

A full blown dedication to con-
spiracy theory seems to be the 
first film’s prime intent.  As with 

all conspiracy theories, it ultimately relies 
on the viewers desire to feel as if they are 
being let in on a secret – and is found in 
good company along with moon landings, 
JFK and aliens amongst us.   For me, it is a 
shame because what Zeitgeist ends up be-
ing is so much more worthy than its conspir-
acy roots.  Perhaps Peter Joseph was una-
ware at first that his film would be followed 
by more traditional forms of documentary 
story-telling in less conspiratorial sequels 
that would be more focussed on the mon-

“ it is at risk of forever being tar-
nished by questionable standards 
and practices of production ”
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etary system and the Venus Project’s con-
cepts. Or perhaps he was making his bold 
statements in the hope that people would 
be moved to anger by a general “man be-
hind the curtain” threat, and thus more open 
to the idea that society was sick and needed 
to change.  His thinking would seem to be: 
Destroy everything they think they know 
about the world (or at least major cultural 
parts of it), then they can be prepared to en-
tertain an alternative.  

By its third instalment, Zeitgeist: Mov-
ing Forward, Peter Joseph utilises a more 
interactive documentary approach – inter-
viewing notable and accredited thinkers, 
including scientists (such as Robert Sapol-
sky from Stanford University), physicians, 
university professors and philosophers. His 
ultimate desire is yet again to persuade the 
viewer of something they may not have con-
sidered.  But unlike the near impossible to 
verify claims found in the first film -  such as 
Jesus’ twelve disciples not being human but 
representing the twelve signs of the zodiac 
- here Joseph has hard evidence and real 
examples to back up his claims.  Right from 
the beginning, the system as we know it be-
gins to crumble under Joseph’s findings.  

Products of our environment
In an effort to show how human beings 
are not innately predetermined by their 
genes the film begins with scientist Rob-
ert Sapolsky describing the nature vs. 
nurture debate as a “false dichotomy.” 
He states that “it is virtually impossible 
to understand how biology works, out-
side the context of environment.”  We are 
shown that it is neither nature nor nurture 
that shapes human behaviour but both 
are linked contributory factors. The inter-
viewees’ state that even with genetic pre-
dispositions to diseases, the expression 
and manifestation of disease is largely 

determined by environmental stressors.  
One study discussed, showed that newly 
born babies are more likely to die if they 
are not touched and another posits that 
if babies are not subjected to light within 
the first few years of birth, their eyes will 
not develop the ability to see.  Humans, it 
seems, are products of their environment.  
Environmentally, certain things must hap-
pen, and certain things shouldn’t, if a 
child is to develop healthily (physically 
and emotionally).  If we develop within a 
world where resources are scarce, where 
inequality is high and our human dignity 
is not assumed – then criminal behaviour 
as a means to survive is endemic, social 
levels of health are lower and the standard 
of living as a whole is negatively affected.

To add more stress to this point (and to 
show these findings are not exclusive to 
handpicked scientists for the film), in a re-
cent BBC TV lecture entitled Justice: Fair-
ness and the Big Society, Harvard Univer-
sity Professor Michael Sandel highlighted 
how in countries such as Denmark and 
Germany, social mobility was higher than 
in countries such as the UK and in the USA 
that have less equal societies.  It seemed 
as if higher levels of inequality within the 
system meant it was harder and less likely 
for people to move up and out of their low-
er income group (so much for the Ameri-
can Dream!)  In similar findings, a section 
of Zeitgeist: Moving Forward produces 
graphs with a mean average line highlight-
ing how in less equal societies, the health 
socioeconomic gradient becomes steeper 
– even in countries with universal health-
care.  How can this be so?  The simple and 
everyday reality of stress associated with 
poverty it seems, plays a large part in the 
health determination of an individual.  But 
for society as a whole too, the findings 
presented from equalitytrust.org.uk are 

striking  – graphs present steep gradients 
representing how in less equal societies, 
life expectancy decreases, drug abuse is 
higher, mental illness is more common, 
social capital (the ability of people to trust 
each other) is lower, average educational 
scores are lower, homicide rates are higher, 
rates of imprisonment are higher – the list 
of negatively affected symptoms goes on 
and on in less equal societies, including 
obesity and infant mortality.

The monetary system
Human inequality across the globe is 
seen as a product of the monetary sys-
tem.   Naomi Klein has already done some 
wonderful work exposing the hidden out-
of-sight consequence of our branded 
consumer culture: slave-labour. But in 
Zeitgeist: Moving Forward the human con-
sequences of this inequality is highlighted 
by referencing the plight of AIDS victims in 

Africa and contrasting it with the relative 
wellness of people with HIV in the west 
who have a virtually normal life expectan-
cy thanks to access to new anti-retroviral 
drugs.  The problems are not born from 
the lack of available drugs, but by the 
system which demands a certain level of 
income to afford them.  The film makes a 
stark claim, but one I agree with.  It is not 
HIV that is killing over 1 million people a 
year in Africa – it is the socio-economic 
system which denies them treatment - 
plain and simple.  

The idea that capitalism creates a bal-
ance through an “invisible hand of God” – 
in the words of philosopher and economist 
Adam Smith - is shown to be unrealistic. 
This idea that the market somehow, reli-
giously causes equilibrium in fact makes 
the system, in effect, God itself.   Joseph 
explains that the beginning of this system 
was at least based upon tangible goods - 

The Venus Project, courtesy www.thevenusproject.com
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the supply and demand of desired material 
objects.  From the film: “Adam Smith never 
fathomed that the most profitable eco-
nomic sector on the planet would eventu-
ally be in the arena of financial trading – or 
so called ‘investment’ – where money itself 
is simply gained by the movement of other 
money, in an arbitrary game which holds 
zero productive merit to society”.  In our 
society money is treated as a commodity 
in and of itself!  Just ask Larry the Liqui-
dator.  This profit interest has separated 
from any form of life value.  We use GDP 
as an indicator of health – but GDP is just a 
money sequence, an economic extraction 
– and has no connection to the reality of 
human happiness or need fulfilment.    For 
example, in the USA, health care spend-
ing was 17.3% of GDP in 2009 ($2.5 trillion 
spent), creating a positive effect upon this 
economic measure – i.e. lots of services of-
fered / money spent = higher GDP.  But of 
course, what does spending on health care 
really represent but the money being spent 
on illness treatment?  The USA’s GDP (mar-
ket value of its entire goods and services) 
being so highly saturated with products to 
treat illness could not be seen, surely, as 
the sign of a healthy society.  

Much time is spent discussing the 
flawed and arbitrary logic of the money 
supply, debt, inflation and interest. We 
are shown how there is no profit without 
problem solving – hence, no profit without 
problems.  Crime (the private prison sys-
tem), war (weapons trade) and sickness 
(health care) keep our economic system 
going along with consumption which is 

fundamentally wasteful and unsustainable. 
We are told that to make the most sustain-
able, efficient products would be math-
ematically impossible if the manufacturer is 
to be competitive. This reality can be seen 
by simply visiting the mountains of landfills 
spreading across the world.  This wasteful-
ness is not necessary however – most of 
the discarded material is primarily due to 
the breakdown of smaller parts within larg-
er goods.  For example, a chip inside your 
computer, a LED panel behind your TV etc.  
In an efficient conservative society where 
the world’s finite resources are considered, 
these parts could be fixed to extend the 
life of the good.  However, Zeitgeist tells us 
that efficiency, sustainability and preserva-
tion are enemies of our economic system.

Along with this unsustainability, we are 
reminded how 18,000 children a day die 
from starvation, how global poverty rates 
have doubled since the 1970s and that 
the top 1% own more than 40% of the 
planet’s wealth.

A solution?
Simply, the Venus Project.  Unfortunately, 
Zeitgeist offers us no idea on how we can 
attain this new earth. We are told that a 

moneyless society built with 
sustainability, technology and 
human equality in mind could 
rise from the ground up, if we 
were beginning anew.  But as 
to how we create it after thou-

sands of years of civilization, we are left 
clueless.  What this new earth looks like, 
however, is quite specific – from the types 
of technology we use to the methods of 
power production, farming and the shape 
and layout of the city.  The computer cre-
ated designs show sci-fi looking buildings 
surrounded by acres of green space, all 
neatly and cleanly laid – there is not a hair 

“ the top 1% own 40% of the 
planet’s wealth ”

out of place, a dish left to be washed!  In 
the Venus Project’s civilization, such so-
cial problems created by money and in-
equality do not materialise.  In answer to 

the cynics concern over jobs – well, as 
most jobs would be obsolete as technol-
ogy overtakes, most people will not need 
jobs.  The jobs that remain necessary will 
be filled by volunteers because such jobs 
will be essential to the continuation of a 
society that works so well for all people.  
It does sound a little unrealistic, goes the 
objection. What about simply lazy people?  
Again, Zeitgeist: Moving Forward informs 
us, laziness is environmental – not innate.  
Just like inequality, it is a product of our 
current system, and it is easy to under-
stand this point.  In a system that leaves 
people behind, and one finds oneself with 
scarce options (for example, sitting on the 
couch or working at McDonald’s 12 hours 
a day for minimum wage), laziness be-
comes a very real, very appealing option.  
The motivation to do something does not 
reside with profit alone.  To anchor this 
point, Joseph reminds us that children 
are probably the most active and inquisi-
tive of humans. They are not motivated by 
money, greedy or lazy.  The need to make 
money as adults takes over from this de-
sire to create, and we become slaves to 
the profit drive. 

In regards to profit motive, some interest-
ing information has become available from 
the Royal Society for the encouragement 
of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce.  A 
study held at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology gave a group of students a 

set of challenges – memorising, word puz-
zles, spatial puzzles etc.  Students were 
incentivised with different rewards - being 
offered low, through medium, to high mon-

etary amounts for success.  Con-
trary to all expected outcomes, 
where the task demanded even 
the smallest amount of cognitive 
skill, the promise of a larger re-
ward led to poorer performance.  

The research was funded by the Federal 
Reserve Bank, so could not have been ex-
pected (by cynics) to be biased towards 
an anti-profit outcome.  This test has been 
duplicated numerous times using higher 
levels of rewards – such as with workers 
in rural India – with the same outcome.  
Money, it seems, is not the incentive we 
have so easily assumed it is.  But even 
more, when a task requires complicated 
and creative conceptual thinking, large 
monetary incentives actually reduce the 
capacity for people to succeed.  When 
money is taken out of the equation, so 
that people are concentrating on the 
work itself, and not on the money they 
will achieve from the task, challenge and 
mastery, along with the desire to make a 
contribution are the reasons people seem 
to continually behave outside of economic 
expectations of human behaviour.2

The point Zeitgeist: Moving Forward 
makes, and makes incredibly well is that 
everything we think we know about humans 
is because as humans, we exist in THIS 
system.  Every problem thrown up against 
the idea that we can work together for a 
common good relies on examples from hu-
man behaviour in THIS system. If a totally 
reworked system was to magically appear 
when we wake up tomorrow, I have every 
confidence that so many of the worlds ills 
could be wiped away, that human laziness 
could be replaced with a moneyless and 

“ money, it seems, is not the
incentive we so easily assumed 
it is ”
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profit exempt desire to work.  But how do 
we get there? What physical and social 
revolution needs to happen, and who do 
we have to persuade in order to change it?  

The subtitle of the final film “Moving For-
ward” is perhaps misinforming.  The sec-
ond film in the trilogy Zeitgeist: Addendum, 
like its successor, detailed the catastrophic 
and unsustainable monetary system, and 
highlighted the merits of the Venus Project.  
I saw it at a screening in Brighton not long 
after its release.  The experience was en-
lightening primarily because of the argu-
ments it raised in the post-screening dis-
cussion.  It seemed the (largely academic 
and left-leaning) audience were onside 

with the films general premise and sharing 
in the anger from its attack on the mone-
tary system, its revelation about the USA’s 
economically driven involvement in South 
American coups and calls for certain prod-
uct boycotts, but were at odds over the 
merits and realities of the Venus Project. 
So it was with excitement I viewed the very 
promising “Moving Forward” finale.  I was 
expecting, perhaps, a how-to approach 
for transformation.  Instead, we get more 
information on the ills of the current sys-
tem, and the perceived merits of the Venus 
Project - notably, to the exclusion of other 
ideas or projects.  The Venus Project’s own 
website does go into more detail, however, 

about how such a society can be realised, 
and the steps they are taking already to ex-
periment with their ideas.

I did appreciate the second film’s com-
mitment to the concept of interdepend-
ence.  The film perceived the Earth as a 
singular living organism and, like the first 
film, played to the audience’s emotions by 
asking us to consider the human being as 
a part of the whole, distracted by dimen-
sional distinctions (religion, politics, race, 
wealth etc.) above our common, universal 
concerns as humans.  This idea was beau-
tifully highlighted for me in a segment of 
the Canadian documentary film Examined 
Life (2008) by Astra Taylor.  Philosopher 
Judith Butler walks through the streets of 
San Francisco with disability activist and 
painter Sunaura Taylor discussing disabil-
ity. They decide to go into a clothing store 
where Taylor, physically handicapped, 
navigates her way through the physical 
actions of trying on and buying a sweater.  
Afterwards, Butler raises the very point 
that “help” – often looked down upon in 
our individualistic society – is something 
we all need, considered disabled or not.  
We are an interdependent species that 
cannot exist without the “help” or abilities 
of others.  Butler asks rhetorically “Do we 
or do we not live in a world where we help 
each other…assist each other with basic 
needs?”  Zeitgeist would argue the case 
that under the current system, the answer 
is no – or at least not if it’s to the detriment 
of that system.  

Rebranded Future
Zeitgeist: Moving Forward takes great 
pains to argue that it exists beyond the 
current political paradigm.  They say the 
future it proposes goes beyond left or 
right.  But here is Karl Marx in The German 
Ideology (1845):

“In communist society, where nobody 
has one exclusive sphere of activity but 
each can become accomplished in any 
branch he wishes, society regulates the 
general production and thus makes it pos-
sible for me to do one thing today and an-
other tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish 
in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, 
criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, 
without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, 
herdsman or critic.”

If the paradigm it aims to raise beyond 
is the historically dominant polarity, then its 
claim is technically correct.  Yet one feels 
that Joseph does protest too much.  Zeit-
geist, perhaps unknowingly, is waving the 
little red book for pure Communism – a 
stateless, classless society where people 
exist free from alienations and inequality.  
To quote from Alain Badiou’s Communist 
Hypothesis:

“‘Communist’ means, first, that the 
logic of class...is not inevitable; it can be 
overcome...a different collective organiza-
tion is practicable, one that will eliminate 
the inequality of wealth and even the divi-
sion of labour. The private appropriation of 
massive fortunes and their transmission by 
inheritance will disappear. The existence of 
a coercive state, separate from civil society, 
will no longer appear a necessity: a long 
process of reorganization based on a free 
association of producers will see it wither-
ing away.” 3

Perhaps in Joseph’s desire to escape 
the trappings of the (incorrect) label “so-
cialist” (nothing less than an insult in his 
homeland) he denies the roots of his film’s 
ideology. These roots can be found neither 
in the realm of totalitarian Statism in any of 
its various historical guises (Leninism, Mao-
ism, Stalinism etc), nor socialism, which, to 
quote Negri, is “nothing other than one of 
the forms taken by capitalist management 

The Venus Project, courtesy www.thevenusproject.com
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‘In the realm of artistic life, there are more 
spectators now than at any other mo-
ment in history. This is the first stage in the 
abolition of “elites.” The task currently at 
hand is to find out if the conditions which 
will enable spectators to transform them-
selves into agents — not merely more ac-
tive spectators, but genuine co-authors — 
are beginning to exist. The task at hand is 
to ask ourselves whether art is really an ac-
tivity restricted to specialists, whether it is, 
through extra-human design, the option of 
a chosen few or a possibility for everyone.’

Julio Garcia Espinsosa.

Jacques Ranciere has noted a primary po-
litical concern is the lack of recognition by 
those dominated in society. He considers 
the responsibility of one who has an influ-
ence, is not to talk on behalf of the mass-
es, but rather to use their privileged posi-
tion to facilitate the self-expression of new 
voices by opening up potential for new 
dialogues and the sharing of knowledge. 
The central political act of Imperfect Cin-
ema is aesthetic, in that it produces a re-
arrangement of a social order, where new 
voices and bodies previously unseen can 
be heard in a participatory context outside 
of the academicised-experimental and 

capitalist-consumerist mainstreams of 
film culture. Imperfect Cinema’s aim is to 
create a democratic and sustainable un-
derground Cinema with the central aim of 
providing a venue for participatory activity 
outside of the aforementioned enclaves of 
contemporary film culture.

We take inspiration from Espinsosa’s 
essay, quoted above and first published 
in English in the now defunct British film 
magazine Afterimage in 1971, and Ran-
ciere’s fundamental theoretical frame-
work: The Politics of Aesthetics. Far more 
than just academic research, our aim is to 
create a dialectic venue for participatory 
activity in which the problems of both ex-
clusivity and sustainability in mainstream 
film culture can be explored and dis-
cussed.  As Dr Duncan Reekie of The Ex-
ploding Cinema has observed, the experi-
mental & short-form film has for too long 
been the preserve of an academicised 
elite, or alternatively viewed as the juvenile 
‘stepping stone’ to the mature feature film, 
a more easily commercially exploitable 
commodity. This is an incredibly revealing 
observation as it draws attention not only 
to the abundant inequalities & enclaves 
existent within these mainstreams of film 
culture, but also to a value system which 

Imperfect Cinema: 
DiY Punk, Micro-Cinema 
and Participation

Allister Gall & Dan Paolantonio 

of the economy and of power”4. It is howev-
er a form of (arguably) unrealised Commu-
nism as Marx envisaged, whether Joseph 
likes it or not.  It was the idea of Commu-
nism after all, that saw the withering away 
of the State.  The role the State has to play 
in the transition towards such a society from 
the standpoint of capitalism has been, of 
course, contested and fought over by think-
ers engaged in emancipatory politics since 
Marx, and this battle ground is probably not 
one that Zeitgeist wishes to engage its pop-
ulist audience with.  With such “leftist” as-
sociations, the historical roots of the Venus 
Project and Zeitgeist movement could never 
be admitted if the ideas that drive them are 
to be palatable for a western (and specifical-
ly American) audience.  The Venus Project 
and Zeitgeist do indeed reach for an alter-
native to so much of our ancestors (and our 
own) lived social experience – but it does 
so mostly by repackaging and rebranding 
an old, failed to (yet) materialise idea for the 
21st Century.

Whether successful in fermenting a re-
alised revolution or not, we can at least be 
thankful for The Venus Project, this move-
ment and its documentaries’ existence.  
They remain, for now, as ideas and possibil-
ities.  As we have seen with the revolutions 
and civil unrest in the Arab world recently, 
the internet as a tool for social conscious-
ness, awareness and activism is enabling 
information and ideas to be shared at a rate 
impossible to have comprehended even 10 
years ago.  Zeitgeist rests, for the moment 
within this sphere – consciousness-raising.  

I was discussing The Venus Project 
with my boyfriend in public yesterday, and 
somebody nearby looked up and said “The 
Venus Project?  Oh yes I saw it on Zeit-
geist…but it wouldn’t work. Without pris-
ons or laws, what do you do with bad peo-
ple?”  It was interesting to recognise how 
such views on human nature and defeatist 
attitudes on the path to human emanci-
pation can stop people before they even 
begin to dream.  So in response I wish to 
quote Matthew Taylor, Chief Executive of 
the aforementioned RSA.  In his speech 
entitled 21st Century Enlightenment, he 
says “Creative people who want to make 
a difference have a million and one op-
portunities and distractions.  To engage 
them means an ethic that is intolerant to 
negativity, rigid thinking and self promo-
tion, and instead keeps them constantly in 
touch with the words of the anthropologist 
Margaret Mead – never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world, indeed it is the only 
thing that ever has.”

For more information on the Zeitgeist 
Movement and the three films, see 
www.zeitgeistmovie.com

1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Venus_Project Sourced 16-
03-2011

2 Findings from the The RSA.org See http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=u6XAPnuFjJc&sns=tw

3 Badiou, A., The Communist Hypothesis, http://newleftreview.
org/?view=2705

4 Negri, A., and Guattari, F., Communists like Us, Autonomedia, 
1985, Page 167
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“ celebrating non-virtuosity, contex-
tualising amateurism as the enthusi-
astic pursuit of an objective ”

hierarchically positions short-form as ‘less 
than.’ Our aim is to find new means of ex-
ploring and articulating these problems, 
by bringing together a tactile network of 
film activists, and by adopting trans-dis-
ciplinarity as a means of critically refram-
ing the experimental & short form film. Of 
course, issues of sustainability have ar-
guably become part of the zeitgeist, but 
this issue is not only economic and en-
vironmental, it is also social. Positioning 
practice, criticality and form in a hierarchy 

which is potentially inaccessible to most 
does not bode well for either the sustain-
ability of our art form, or for its chances of 
discovering new territories of thought and 
practice. Added to these concerns is an 
imaging industry which has become reli-
ant on obsolescence, where the functional 
life of technology is far greater than its op-
erational use. Just think how many televi-
sion sets you have been told represent the 
latest in the televisual home viewing expe-
rience in the past decade alone. Where do 

they go when the new one arrives? For the 
film artist the concern is also one of paints 
and brushes. Sometimes we paint with 
Ektachrome and a Nizo brush, sometimes 
with an Alexa & binary. Of course what Arri 
won’t tell you is the fact that one is not 
‘better’ than another, just different. In the 
age of obsolescence, the work of the film 
artist is problematised by technological 
redundancy, we are in danger of losing our 
brushes and paints as the detritus of this 
economic model. This provides us with a 
unique opportunity to become activists; 
to activate a dialogue through practice 
where the very use of that which has been 
cast aside by the new, might find new life 
and new context. For Imperfect Cinema 
the act of making is both a political and 
necessarily dialectic act, with which we 
can explore, confront, concur or criticise 
these and other issues existent in film cul-
ture and beyond. 

DiY Punk as Methodology
Imperfect Cinema employs a DiY punk 
methodology to produce, disseminate 
and socialise a popular radical film 
practice. We outlined key aspects of 
this methodological approach in a pa-
per which was delivered at 
the Radical British Screens 
Symposium, which argued 
for a shifting of the con-
textual lens through which 
‘punk’ is to be understood 
in relation to our Imperfect 
Cinema project, away from the numer-
ous coffee table tomes & hip ephemera 
of the first wave and towards the com-
paratively underground DiY and anar-
chopunk movements. In contextualis-
ing DiY punk’s relationship to cinema 
we are able to activate key methodo-

logical techniques of this subculture to 
describe, position, interrogate, dissem-
inate and socialize a dialogue which ad-
dresses key issues of concern to con-
temporary film culture.

Julio Garcia Espinsosa’s 1969 Third 
Cinema manifesto ‘For an Imperfect Cin-
ema’ called for filmmaking to become not 
an elitist art, but to be made by the mass-
es and not for the masses. ‘...our future 
filmmakers, will themselves be scientists, 
sociologists, physicians, economists, agri-
cultural engineers, etc., without of course 
ceasing to be filmmakers.’ Building on 
Espinosa’s call to end exclusivity, this re-
search aims to mobilise a film community 
by valourising and celebrating non-virtu-
osity,  contextualising amateurism as the 
enthusiastic pursuit of an objective, (rather 
than as the inferior / juvenile version of 
‘professional’ which for this project is con-
textualized as engaging in a given activity 
as a source of livelihood or as a career), 
not to reject out of hand the notion of 
‘professionalism’ but to problematise the 
hierarchical framing and valuing of results. 
Espinsosa states, ‘a future imperfect cine-
ma is ‘the opposite of a cinema principally 
dedicated to celebrating results.’ He goes 

on to say ‘Imperfect Cinema is no longer 
interested in quality of technique. It can be 
created equally well with a Mitchell or with 
an 8mm camera, in a studio or in a guerrilla 
camp in the middle of the jungle’, making a 
distinct comment on the narrow confines 
of industrialised production value systems.

Imperfect Cinema 2 poster
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No Wave Cinema
There is a distinct historical precedent for 
the convergence between punk and cin-
ema. Termed No Wave, New Cinema, (or 
‘Punk Cinema’ by Macdonald and Kerekes) 
these 1970s filmmakers in New York paral-
leled Punks energy, iconography, and ag-
gressive DiY aesthetic. They converged 
popular culture with experimental/art house 
cinema, with the intention to critique and 
screen work outside of traditional mod-
els and exhibition spaces. Rather than a 
cohesive group, they embodied a diverse 
and fragmented collection of individuals, 
empowered by the collaborative DiY punk 
ethos. Musicians made and acted in films, 
music venues became cinemas, documen-
tary and fiction was blurred, and amateur 
technologies were re-appropriated, har-
nessing their radical potential to both upset 
and provide aesthetic separation from the 
alienating production values of commercial 
cinema. No Wave filmmakers rejected the 
heavily-theorised enclaves of the structur-
alist movement, paralleling punk music’s 
answer to bloated self-indulgence of 1970s 
mainstream rock. They found new spaces 
to show and distribute their work, screen-
ing films in drive-ins, rock clubs, and even 
prisons. They embodied a radical collective 
sensibility: they acted in each other’s films, 
wrote scores, and encouraged others to do 
the same. However the development of our 
Imperfect Cinema’s own ‘scene’ should not 
be viewed as a revisionist imitation of the No 
Wave Cinema movement. Indeed, like any 
reactionary phenomenon, No Wave should 
be framed within its historical context, es-
pecially as many of its then subversive tech-
niques have been appropriated by main-
stream film culture. For example, a great 
deal of their output was pastiche: a binary 
of lowbrow and highbrow tastes united by 
an aggressive punk rock attitude. To simply 

mimic this aesthetic would today be an im-
potent exercise as it is found in abundance 
in the political vacuum of the multiplex. Im-
perfect Cinema is dedicated to exploring a 
new and more relevant political aesthetic 
and to the harnessing of trans- disciplinary 
dialogues to address the real world prob-
lems of exclusivity and sustainability exist-
ent in mainstreams film culture. 

Micro Cinema and the (Re) Distribution 
of the Sensible:
Imperfect Cinema has thus far produced 
four events. The Imperfect Cinema 
Launch event, which was an introduction 
to the aims and objectives of the project, 
the Imperfect Cinema 1 event which was 
the first of our manifestoed provocations 
and the subsequent Imperfect Cinema 1 
Screening event in which the responses 
to the manifestoed provocations were 
screened and discussed. The latest was 
called the Imperfect ‘free’ cinema event, 
which was free of restrictions, manifes-
toes and screened all films under three 
minutes. Every event features a mani-
festo which serves to situate the context 
of the event and act as a provocation to 
action, a fanzine style periodical which 
provides further context to each project 
and which also provides an open tactile 
vehicle for the collective to further share 
ideas and opinions, and a special event, 
(which has thus far taken the form of con-
tributions by guest speakers and preview 
screenings of film’s of particular relevance 
to the project). Each event also contains 
an ‘Open Reel’ section, which continuing 
DiY Punks egalitarian dialectic is a space 
in which the collective are able to screen 
work which has been not been specifi-
cally produced in response to one of the 
manifestoed provocations. Central to our 
framing of the project up to now has been 

creation of a venue for what Ranciere de-
scribes as ‘forms of participation in a com-
mon world’ (Ranciere 2006: 85). Ranciere 
says we need to upset the social order for 
equality so that new voices can be heard: 
‘Equality is fundamental and absent, time-
ly and untimely, always up to the initiative 
of individuals and groups who...take the 
risk of verifying their equality, or inventing 
individual and collective forms for its verifi-
cation’ (Ranciere in Biesta: 2010).

Imperfect Cinema has adopted easily 
understood cultural frameworks of refer-
ence to abstract ideas in order to facili-
tate aesthetic ownership. For example the 
manifesto of Imperfect Cinema 1 framed 
the three-minute film thus ‘The Ramones 
only needed three minutes, so do you.’ 
This statement works in a number of 
ways, firstly it references the punk egali-
tarian axiom: here are three chords: now 
start a band, but also serves to re-frame 
the short film by its comparison with the 
duration of a punk song. Just as these 
were not viewed as being juvenile versions 

of more lengthy progressive rock songs, 
but as distinctly different forms, so short-
form films can also be viewed as being 
distinctly different rather than inferior to 
the more commercially exploitable ‘pro-
fessionalised’ format, the feature film. The 
tactile distribution of work produced in re-
sponse to the Imperfect Cinema 1 mani-
festo will be on an ecodisc DVD which 
will include all the films screened, taking 
inspiration from the Crass Collective and 
their Bullshit Detector compilation series 
(1981-1984). Bullshit detector was a port-
manteau of underground activity which 
although comprised of crudely recorded 
demos by previously anonymous bands, 
nevertheless provided an important vinyl 
snapshot of participatory activity, which 
is also the aim of our DVD compilation. 
In this sense, the Imperfect Cinema films 
themselves can be seen as not only aes-
thetic objects – but moreover can be used 
as a record of tactile participation. High-
lighting this connectivity, Duncan Reekie, 
the co-founder of Exploding Cinema, was 

At the Imperfect Cinema 1 event
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our first guest speaker, sharing his knowl-
edge, films and research, and creating the 
potential for new networks and future ac-
tivity within underground circuits.

Future Imperfect: The (Re) appropria-
tion of the sensible
When considering issues of sustainability 
in contemporary film culture, how might 
the adoption of a trans-disciplinary ap-
proach to the theorization of practice help 
address this real world problem? More 
specifically can a dialectic convergence 
between DiY Punk and a popular radical 
film practice provide a venue for this dis-
cussion of this issue? Both DiY punk and 
Film practice rely upon the vehicular as-
pect of media technologies to facilitate the 
description and dissemination of ‘informa-
tion.’ Just as punk was empowered by the 
re-appropriation of amateur and juvenile 
technologies (to describe and dissemi-
nate its dissatisfaction with the alienating 
production values and self-absorption of 
mainstream rock music), might a popular 
radical film practice find similar means to 
express dissatisfaction with similarly al-
ienating aspects of mainstream film cul-
ture outlined earlier in this article?

When considering the trajectory of the 
imperfect cinema project we aimed to 
address key ‘real world problems’ exist-
ent in mainstream film culture, by visit-
ing distinct areas in sequentially themed 
micro cinema events and to empower 
our collective with new and democrat-
ic means of understanding, interacting 
with and commenting on these issues. 
As Stacy Thompson suggests in his es-
say ‘Punk Cinema’ (2005: 21) ‘punk tex-
tuality cuts across many different cultural 
forms, including music, style, the printed 
word and cinema’ (Thompson 2004: 3), 
although he actually only considers a 

film to be ‘punk’ when encompassing an 
‘ethical aesthetic.’ This, it could be ar-
gued, is an acknowledgement not only 
of the bricolage, reflexivity and risk which 
characterise punks mediated audio-visual 
aesthetic, but also of its resourcefulness 
in forging new context. In their 2009 pa-
per ‘Obsolescence: Uncovering Values in 
Technology Use’ Jina Huh, Mark S. Ack-
erman describe the unsustainability of a 
technology industry which is increasingly 
reliant upon ‘planned obsolescence.’ In-
deed during the course of their discus-
sion they make direct reference to a trend 
which is termed the ‘disposable technol-
ogy paradigm’ which ascribes concern to 
contemporary patterns of technology use, 
where usage lifespan is much shorter than 
functional lifespan. As Huh and Ackerman 
point out, a technology industry which is 
then built upon planned obsolescence is 
by nature then unsustainable. In fact one 
might go as far as suggesting that it re-
lies on unsustainability. When considering 
the ‘global problem’ that this ecologically 
unsustainable pattern of usage presents, 
how might one directly address this is-
sue in a film practice? Indeed, as Huh & 
Ackerman suggest, could the notion that 
obsolescent technology is worthless be 
challenged by harnessing its potential 
for comment on the very real ecological 
problem which the disposable technology 
paradigm presents? Could the audio- vis-
ual aesthetics of economically ‘redundant’ 
technologies be re-contextualised as hav-
ing transgressive potential, by harnessing 
their associations with juvenility, amateur-
ism and nostalgia? Just as the reaction-
ary (de-) evolution of a set of ‘profes-
sionalised’ production values resulted in 
the extreme low-fidelity aural aesthetic of 
the Norweigian Black Metal underground, 
could a similarly positioned audio-visual 

production value system re- arrange the 
industrialized / professionalized social or-
der by using the detritus of the disposable 
technology paradigm?

Stacy Thompson (2004) suggests that: 
‘(W)hen punk passes into film, it demands 
of film that it offer up material traces of its 
production, that it open itself up to its au-
dience as an “open” text by pointing out 
how it came to be.’ From this perspec-
tive could the crude black and white low-
fidelity images of a Fisher Price Pixelvision 
toy video camera, or the horizontal jitter 
and focal imprecision of super-8 cameras 
actually provide thematically potent ap-
paratus for the audio-visual detournement 
of the high definition digital technologies 
which represent the current techno-philic 
pinnacle of the industrialized tele-visual 
experience?

The second themed Imperfect Cinema 
event on (‘Imperfect Cinema 2’ April 1st 
2011) will explore the possibilities offered 
by both ‘redundant’ and lo-fidelity tech-
nologies in developing a re-contextualised 
audio visual aesthetic which is not only 
necessarily vehicular, but which also can 
be understood as a political comment on 
issues of sustainability and hierarchical in-
equality within contemporary film culture. 
In this respect the imperfection deemed 
‘inferior’ by contemporary image-making 
industries can be harnessed to new and 
exciting political potential.

Imperfect Cinema seeks to utilize the 
methodological devices and techniques 
of DiY Punk and employ where possible 
easily understood cultural references as 
a tool to describe, position, interrogate 
and socialize key issues of concern exist-
ent within contemporary film culture and 
to popularize amongst our collective the 
notion of dialogue and synthesis between 
these. In considering how this fundamen- Imperfect Cinema posters
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tal aspect of our project, might be under-
lined, we have decided to lay the theoreti-
cal foundation of Imperfect Cinema 2 by 
exploring and discussing various qualities 
of a similarly positioned and equally po-
liticized low fidelity aural aesthetic so that 
new synergetic insights might be drawn 
from the confluence of the two. To this 
end Imperfect Cinema 2 will launched 
with a live discussion between renowned 
sonic artist and multi-instrumentalist Ni-
cholas Bullen and ourselves, which will 
be centred around his development of an 
extreme genre of hardcore punk music 
known as grindcore. This format will not 
only enable the underlining of the trans-
disciplinary nature of this project, but will 
also again serve to democratise this pri-
mary research by activating it with all at-
tendees able to contribute and form open 

dialogues between the stage and the floor.
We hope that this article has served 

to briefly outline various ways that micro 
cinema, participation DiY punk has both 
informed and enabled the Imperfect Cin-
ema project. We chose to focus around 
selected areas which have been central 
to the development of the project, and to 
illustrate how the convergence and dia-
logues between DiY Punk and a Radical 
Film Practice has enabled & empowered 
our research to dialectically address the 
problems of exclusivity and sustainability 
existent in mainstream film culture.

If you would like to submit a film for 
Imperfect Cinema, come to one of our 
events or get involved please visit our 
webpage at www.imperfectcinema.com

EXPLODING CINEMA
An interview with Duncan Reekie
Daniel Fawcett

The biggest obstacle for 
the independent filmmak-
er was once raising the 
money to make a film but 
times have most certainly 
changed, there is more ac-
cess to filmmaking tools  
than ever before and the 
costs are minimal; anyone 
with the will can get their 
hands on a camera and 
editing software and make 
a film. This is proven and 
the evidence is there in that 
more independent films are 
being made now than ever 
before. But in this time of 
the democratising of the 
medium a new challenge 
has emerged and that is 
getting your film seen by 
an audience. The internet 
is the obvious platform and 
goes hand in hand with the 
developments that have 
allowed us to make films 
without money but I believe 
that there is still a need for 
live film screenings.  Whilst 
the feedback and comment 
functions on the internet are 
invaluable tools for filmmak-
ers, they could hardly elimi-
nate the need for public 

screenings in the same way 
that digital developments 
in production have created 
accessibility to filmmaking. 
So what are the options 
for public screenings for 
the independent filmmak-
er? Most cinemas, even 
the so-called independ-

ent ones, will not even 
look at your film unless it 
is being represented by a 
distributor. Festivals are, 
of course, a great place 
to start but most charge 
large submission fees and 
from talking to people in 
the know I have found that 

Imperfect Cinema screen grabs

Dunkan Reekie
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some often don’t watch 
films fully unless they have 
some motivation to. So 
that leaves us with two 
other options. One is to 
organise your own screen-
ings, but this of course 
can cost a lot of money if 
you are to do more than 
one or two. The other is 
to submit to an independ-
ent screening event but 
then you are faced with 
the fact that even though 
your film is more likely to 
be watched it still may not 
be selected because of 
the tastes of the curator 
of the event. So imagine 
a screening event where 
if you submit your film it is 
guaranteed to be shown, 
such an event exists, it is 
called Exploding Cinema.

The following interview 
is with Duncen Reekie 
who is one of the found-
ing members of Exploding 
Cinema collective which is 
now in its 20th year.

Q What is Exploding 
Cinema?
Exploding cinema is the 
name of a collective of 
filmmakers and film im-
presarios, but it’s also the 
name of a regular open 
access screening of short 
films, experimental films, 
underground films, no 
budget, DIY, documenta-
ries, drama, anything we 
are given. Essentially what 

we do is show every film 
that is given to us in the or-
der that it is given to us. We 
try and be as open access, 
non-profit and democratic 
as possible. So anyone 
can join the collective, 
anyone can get involved 
in running the events, any-
one can show a film. All 
the equipment is common 
ownership. We rotate all 
jobs and tasks within the 
collective so everybody 
gets a chance to do what-
ever they want.  It’s just ri-
diculously democratic.

Q How did the collec-
tive come about?
The impetus originally for 
the founding of the group 
was at that time in 1991 
at the end of the 80’s [...] it 

was very very difficult to get 
a screening for your film, 
there were very few places 
that were showing short 
films and the places that 
were showing short film 
were very heavily curated, 
and the curation depended 
on a lot of institutional fac-
tors, the scene was essen-
tially controlled by various 
funding agencies and insti-
tutions like the Arts Council 
and the BFI.  

Q So they would only 
show films they funded?
Yes, once they funded your 
film it was in there interest 
then that your film should 
be distributed, it should 
have screenings, it should 
go to festivals, and then 
you would be selected 

for various things, so you 
kind of got into the sys-
tem.  If you didn’t get in 
at the funding stage then 
you were fucked. There 
was nowhere to show, you 
would have to organise 
your own screenings. 

Q What about the Lon-
don Film-makers Co-op?
The Film-makers Co-op 
at that point which was 
the major nexus of experi-
mental film in London, or 
in Britain [...] was kind of 
locked in to this faction of 
various groups that were 
trying to control it. Partially 
because it was the only 
career route, I mean ex-
perimental filmmaking as a 
career is a non-starter re-
ally, there is no career. 

Because what had hap-
pened was, in my opinion 
anyway, at that point, the 
monopoly of the state in-
stitutions had removed all 
kind of objective critical 
discussion because there 
were too many vested in-
terests, you know, if some-
body was lorded as some 
kind of an eminent and 
successful filmmaker and 
they had been funded ten 
times or something like this 
and then you went to the 
screening and you were 
like,  this is fucking rubbish, 
there was no way that you 
could say that, [...] and the 
reply was,[...] these films 
are difficult films, they are 
meant to be difficult films 
and if you don’t like them 
then it’s simply because 

you are not a part of the 
culture, or you don’t have 
the academic training, or 
you are misunderstand-
ing the radical objective of 
these films because they 
are actually meant to be te-
dious.  I was personally like, 
fuck them, let them come 
and show their films at a 
pub with a room full of  real 
people and let’s see how 
they go down - so it was to 
create a critical forum.

Q Can you describe 
what an exploding cinema 
event would have been 
like at the beginning?
Well the first shows at that 
point were in the work’s 
canteen and were mostly 
films by the collective and 
by friends of the collec-

Exploding Cinema event
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tive, and one of the things 
that started to happen 
was that we were show-
ing our films and we didn’t 
have enough, so we were 
forced to make films within 
a fortnight and this kind 
of changed the nature of 
what we were showing. […] 
We started off by show-
ing these films that we’d 
worked on for years which 
were like our precious little 
gems, very polished and 
then we started having to 
go in to this manic produc-
tion every fortnight, having 
to produce new stuff and 
this changed the nature of 
what we were doing and 
then the whole became a 
lot more alive at that point, 
so we would have either 
live music playing, people 
playing instruments, and 
then from that we had peo-
ple doing live voice-overs. 

So the original screen-
ings were very kind of in-
cestuous I guess because 
it was mostly films from 
people in the collective or 
friends of the collective. 
Then very quickly more 
people started to come be-
cause they heard about it 
and that it was such a great 
night. Another thing we 
discovered quite early on 
was that if you had a kind 
of convivial atmosphere 
where people are talking 
and eating and drinking 
and even leaving and com-

ing back then you could 
show twenty films and they 
didn’t have to watch the 
films that they weren’t in-
terested in, you got a much 
better convivial atmos-
phere, it was a better night 
out, people really enjoyed 
it, and that became a part 
of our philosophy as well.  
So you could show twenty 
films and if somebody only 
liked three films that was 
fine, they may be the best 
three films that they have 
seen in their life but there 
is still another fifteen that 
they didn’t watch properly 
because they weren’t inter-
ested but that’s alright.

Q One of the things that 
seems important to Ex-
ploding Cinema is that 
the filmmakers are able 
to present their films to 
an audience without be-
ing censored and the au-
dience can judge them 
for themselves.  But last 
night there weren’t any of 
the filmmakers there and 
I also felt that the films 
shown wouldn’t have 
benefited by having the 
filmmaker there as there 
wasn’t really much to say 
about them - they weren’t 
really what I would call 
“underground” or “ex-
perimental” films.  They 
were mostly like the kind 
of films that you would 
see on YouTube - peoples 

first attempts at filming 
something.  I wonder 
how you feel about this 
when the films are of 
poor quality, do you see 
it as just one of the risk 
you take?
Well, yeah, I think it is. It’s 
just a risk you take that if 
you have an open screen-
ing like that then you may 
get no experimental work 
whatsoever, you may get 
no underground work 
whatsoever or you may get 
a whole program of techni-
cally sound student work.  
There’s nothing you can 
do about that really, last 
night I think there wasn’t 
really any outstanding un-
derground or experimental 
work there, I don’t think, 
but that’s not always true 
at another show you may 
have predominately exper-
imental work. 

Q Do you think maybe 
the ultimate open ac-
cess screening would 
be if somehow you 
could make your screen-
ings free? How do you 
feel about the idea that 
someone might come 
along and pay £5 and not 
like any of the films? 
Well, we have done free 
shows in the past but I am 
for paying because it is to 
do with the model as well.  
It’s to do with the fact that 
you’re saying well you can 

make money, you don’t 
need funding, you can 
make money but as long as 
you’re ploughing it back in 
to the organisation. I mean 
if it’s free then how are you 
going to hire the hall.

Q I am just thinking that 
maybe that would be tak-
ing the whole thing to the 
full extreme,  maybe there 
was a time when at the 
start of Exploding Cin-
ema when people would 
have been objectionable 
to the idea that you could 
make this thing for lim-
ited money, now I think 
it is possible to do things 
for no money and people 
may think it extreme to 
operate without any rela-
tionship to money, to me 
it seems like the natural 
next step for it to go...
I’m wary of that, I am wary 
of the free thing because... 
I’ll tell you why, the radi-
cal film culture of the 70’s 
and 80’s, the experimental 
filmmakers then and the 
independent filmmakers 
then, part of their radical-
ism or so called radical-
ism was that they had this 
kind of simplistic conflation 
of capitalism and trade, 
they were like capitalism 
is wrong therefore trade is 
wrong, therefore making 
money is wrong because 
its capitalism. It’s a very 
naive and silly conflation 

and people would say to 
us that you’re a radical 
utopian organisation, why 
are you charging people 
money? But its bullshit, 
because what it did was, 
that attitude, that confla-
tion, put them in the hands 
of the funders because you 
need money to run this, so 
how are you going to run it 
if you’re not going to make 
people pay? All right, so 
how are you going to do it?  
Well maybe we’ll get some 

money from the Arts Coun-
cil and you sold your soul 
to the Arts Council. And 
we were like; we were not 
making that mistake so I 
would be against that.

Q You’ve mentioned 
that you are anti-fund-
ing, could you explain 
more what you mean by 
that and why?
The reasons come ini-
tially in the foundations 
of Exploding Cinema.  

Exploding cinema poster



38

One+One

39

Filmmakers Journal

The reasons were very 
practical  and came out 
of the experience of the 
collective which was that 
myself and my friends re-
alised by talking to other 
filmmakers that a lot of 
filmmakers were spend-
ing their time applying for 
funding, that had become 
their major aesthetic ac-
tivity.  Applying for fund-
ing, filling out funding 
forms, doing treatments 
for funding forms it had 

become almost like a re-
placement for the film-
making process and so 
with that insight you start 
thinking and looking at 
the whole funding thing. 
[...] At a fundamental level 
my problem with funding 
is about the very nature 
of culture [...], who makes 
culture? Is culture going 
to be made by training 
experts? Is that what it’s 
about? Is that what you 
believe, do you believe 

that culture is in some 
way like the health sys-
tem that you need to train 
experts and these experts 
will then go in to some 
kind of elite professional 
industry, and that industry 
will then provide culture 
for the people? Or do you 
believe that culture should 
be made by people? By 
themselves for them-
selves and that culture 
should come from their 
experience and come out 
of their access to technol-
ogy and their own sort of 
environments? So it de-
pends on what model you 
believe in. 

When you have fund-
ing what happens is that 
the funders want you to 
behave like a proper or-
ganisation. They want 
staff and then within staff 
they want hierarchy, they 
want a manager and they 
want an accountant and 
they bring in all that shit 
and you’ve got to have a 
board of directors. And it 
costs money as well, to do 
all that, so they give you 
money but then you find 
you need more money to 
conform to their idea of 
what an organisation is. 
Same with the filmmaking, 
they may give you money 
to make a film but then 
you have to pay every-
body union rates and you 
have to abide by all the 

laws and structures and 
that costs more money so 
they’ve given you money 
to do the things that they 
want you to do.  And the 
other thing about funding 
of course is that its com-
promise. There’s corpo-
rate funding sure, you look 
at the Tate’s funding; BP, 
Hanjin Shipping you know, 
various other criminal or-
ganisations as far as I’m 
concerned.  And then just 
state funding in itself, this 
state as you know is still 
involved in illegal occupa-
tions of various nations.

Q I think that when it 
comes down to it there 
is very little funding that 
is available that would 
come without compro-
mise.  If someone was to 
say “here’s some fund-
ing, do what you want”, 
end of story, would that 
be OK?
The thing is even if a 
funder comes to you and 
they say there are no 
strings attached to this 
whatsoever, we are going 
to give you some money 
and you can do whatever 
you like, well that is im-
possible, because there 
is always one string and 
that string is that they 
get to say they funded 
you. They get to say they 
funded you. They say we 
are a successful fund-

ing organisation and we 
are necessary because 
we funded these people. 
They have a reason to ex-
ist, you are giving them a 
reason to exist which is 
the worst compromise of 
all because who are they 
these people? They are 
the experts? In what?

Q So that would be re-
inforcing the very thing 
that you are opposed to?
Yes, Exactly

Q What’s next for ex-
ploding cinema?
We have our birthday 
coming up in October.  It 
will be the 20th birthday 
of Exploding Cinema so 
we plan to do some huge 
extravaganza! A big Hal-
loween show and I am try-
ing to get together a book 
just on the Exploding Cin-
ema and related groups 
from the 90’s so hope-
fully that will be published 
around then as well.

Exploding cinema poster Exploding cinema poster
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economic model. Meanwhile, intellectuals 
and writers as diverse as Badiou, Žižek, 
Negri, the invisible committee and Har-
vey have been inventing innovative paths 
beyond meagre reformism, while inspir-
ing a whole new generation. Technology 
is equally causing the word “revolution” 
to resurface. Just as the radical spirit of 
the 60s was occasioned by the birth of the 
TV and Popular media, so, the world asks, 
what will be the effect of the internet, so-
cial media and the digital camcorder?  Yet 
for many of us what remains 
lacking is not the revolutionary 
vigour, but an idea. We know 
there is a need for change, 
we just don’t know how to 
think about it. Without an idea, 
each revolutionary cry is easily 
subsumed into the neo-con-
servative demand for (capitalist) freedom 
and (parliamentary) democracy, and the 
cries for genuine emancipatory justice go 
unheard. It is hard not to miss the chasm 
that opens up between mere change and 
a genuine revolution.  One changes the 
world, but leaves the core problematic the 
same, the other addresses the problem-
atic at its core and pushes it towards a 
genuine resolution. Or as Žižek wrote on 
the recent events in Egypt: 

“After Mubarak sent the army against 
the protesters, the choice became clear: ei-
ther a cosmetic change in which something 
changes so that everything stays the same, 
or a true break.”2

If we are to succeed we must not only 
have a revolution, but genuine revolution 
grounded in a genuine idea. A revolution 
without ideas is mere mindless violence, 
an order which replaces itself with another 
order. Yet we must not simply sore off into 
flights of fantasy that a genuine revolution 
is around the corner, or that the system as 

it is, is okay. We must face the unpleasant 
facts, problems and dilemmas left to us by 
the previous epoch, without resigning our-
selves to the world as it is with all its horrific 
injustice and inequality. This is the difficult 
task that any inventor/experimenter of cul-
ture faces today. 

We call for thinkers, activists, artists, film-
makers and people more generally to share 
with us their visions through the medium of 
film.  We want you to help us envisage a cul-
ture for the future and a way of resisting and 

struggling against current modes of domina-
tion. Thus for One+One, revolution not only 
means political and social upheaval, but the 
clavering out of a new revolutionary culture 
in terms of form, process, style and content. 
Cinema has constantly been drawn into 
revolutions and experienced its own internal 
revolution. For some cinema has served as 
a tool to comment, educate and transform 
the world, whereas others have revolution-
ised cinema itself, developing methods, 
styles and approaches which change the 
whole course of cinema or developing ways 
to make cinema more accessible, demo-
cratic and participatory. Cinema and social 
change have constantly intertwined.

Only by grasping the idea and not 
merely the form of revolution can we hope 
to affect a genuine change. When Godard 
made his film ‘Sympathy For the Devil’ (or 
as he would have preferred it called: One 
plus One) he was largely in the sway of 
such a cultural upheaval and re-evaluation. 
The film was a revolution in process as 

“A map of the world that does not in-
clude Utopia is not worth even glancing at, 
for it leaves out the one country at which 
Humanity is always landing. And when Hu-
manity lands there, it looks out, and seeing 
a better country, sets sail. Progress is the 
realisation of Utopias”

Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man under Socialism

The term utopia was developed by Sir 
Thomas More, a play on words between 
“no-place” and “good-place”. It captures 
the eternal nature of ideas that can emerge 
again and again throughout history and 
which are never reducible to human par-
ticularities, nor to reality as it is. Dreams 
of the good always exceed their historical 
placing. Thus they demand critical and dy-
namic thought, never a simple acceptance 
of the status quo or any idea of an end of 
history. Utopia may never be reached, but 
this is what gives it its revolutionary poten-
tial. It is always a critical impulse. The uto-
pian idea appears as an imperative whose 
demands again and again call us to action.  
Since the dawn of man utopian ideas and 
revolutionary action has punctured human 
existence, albeit intermitted with reaction-
ary and conservative breaks where utopian 
dreams would appear to fade for all eter-
nity. Yet these intermissions have almost 
always been short lived. Badiou, for exam-
ple, describes how the revolutionary period 

from the French Revolution and the Paris 
Commune [1792 to 1871] and the period 
between the Bolshevik revolution and the 
radical politics of the 60s and 70s [1917 to 
1976] was intermitted with a 40 year period 
of reappraisal where revolutionary politics 
appeared to come to an end1. In this pe-
riod, a vanguard group of artists and intel-
lectuals had to experiment, address issues 
brought up by the failings of the previous 
revolutionary period and prepare for the 
next one. Within the intermissions between 
revolutionary periods we find not only the 
reactionary backlash, but also intellectuals, 
artists and activists rethinking ideas, re-
formulating and preparing the way for the 
next period. History is never-ending. 

Today we find ourselves in another 
such intermission, Capitalism, with all its 
gross inequalities, is here to stay, or so we 
are told by figures of nearly every political 
camp. Even a huge financial crisis can’t 
stop the forward march of the neo-liberal 
agenda. Yet something else hangs in the 
air. A revolutionary fire is beginning to burn 
in the people’s hearts. In North America 
and Europe drastic austerity measures are 
introducing a new generation to revolution, 
the Arab world, likewise, is witnessing in-
credible revolutionary upheaval aimed at 
ending tyranny and South America has 
been experimenting with populist social-
ist movements driving towards a different 

Revolutions in Progress: 
A Film Challenge

The One+One team

“ the utopian idea appears as an im-
perative whose demands again and 
again call us to action ”
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much as it was in content. The film layered 
imagery, music and quoted text to capture 
the sense of a revolution in progress: a 
never ending revolution whose results will 
always remain undecided.

With these questions in mind, One+One 
is setting a challenge to its readers.  We 
have teamed up with the London Under-
ground Film Festival and are inviting you 
to submit your own short films which deal 
with the theme “Revolutions in Progress”.  
This theme can be interpreted in any way 
you wish, but there are just a few rules:

•	 The film is to be both a mix of drama 
and documentary – in homage to the 
great “revolution” film Sympathy for the 
Devil / One plus One.

•	 At least 50% of the movies dialogue/
voice over (if any) must be quoted from 
somewhere else.

•	 Copyrighted music can be used, yet 
filmmakers risk having their videos re-
moved from YouTube. 

•	 Maximum of 10 minutes

•	 The films need to be uploaded to 
YouTube and be titled “One+One Revo-
lutions in Progress: YOUR FILM TITLE” 
and the link sent to One+One Filmmak-
ers Journal, preferably by email 

	 submissions@filmmakersjournal.co.uk

The London Underground Film Festival and 
One+One will pick their favourite 8 films to 
be shown at the Festival in December, and 
One+One will put these films onto their 
own YouTube channel and website.

To get you thinking about the kind of film 
you can make, we ask you to consider a 
world/worlds that could be, or that you 
would like to see.  You could criticise the 
world as it is.  You could look at possibilities 
for revolution, highlight a revolution taking 
place, that has taken place, or you would 
like to see take place.  You can question 
the very concept of revolution itself.

The deadline is November 1st 2011.

1 Alain Badiou, The Communist Hypothesis,  New Left Re-
view 2/49, January-February 2008

2 Slavoj Žižek, Why fear the Arab revolutionary spirit? The 
western liberal reaction to the uprisings in Egypt and Tuni-
sia frequently shows hypocrisy and cynicism, The Guard-
ian, Tuesday 1st February 2011. (http://www.guardian.
co.uk/commentisfree/2011/feb/01/egypt-tunisia-revolt)

To accompany Bradley Tuck’s vision of an “alternative Mary Poppins” in his article, 
we asked designers to submit a Mary Poppins One+One cover image in the style 
of a communist poster.  We had a very high standard of responses.  Four in par-
ticular stood out. Thank you to all the illustrators who got involved.

Caz Church www.cazish.blogspot.comLuke Dacey l_dacey@hotmail.co.uk

Ester Sands www.estersands.tumblr.com Suki Rai sukirai.tumblr.com
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